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The longer I live, the more I have become aware of how important ordinary things are---like going for a walk.  I’m more and more intrigued by the kinds of things that can happen when we go for a walk.  
  
The simple act of walking away from your usual habitat opens up new perspective.  A walk can clear the mind from the clutter of the day; it opens the lungs for expanded breathing.  And you get the chance to notice – the bush, the bird, the dog lying on some front porch, the pansies that have survived the recent snowfall, the crocus that has pushed through winter soil.   
  
Going for a walk is not only good physical exercise; it can open us to a new realm of experience, a new awareness of the world around us.  With the sunny weather in these two days, it may seem strange that it snowed here only five or six days ago.  In those snow days I thought of Robert Frost who wrote the poem called “A Dust of Snow.”  
  
	The way a crow shook down on me 
	The dust of snow from a hemlock tree 
	Has given my heart 
A change of mood 
	And saved some part of a day 
	I had rued. 
  
Frost obviously wrote that poem after going for a walk. 
  
One person spoke about his last visit with Thomas Merton, the monk and prolific writer.  He said, “The last time I saw Merton was on a day when we had gone for a walk in the woods.  I left him standing in the forest listening to the rain.”  (David Steindl-Rast) 
  
This past week we Durham people watched the snow fall, and we saw how it transformed the world around us.  Some of us didn’t like the snow’s interruption; some of us loved it.  Some of us went out walking in the bright white snow all around us.  I thought again of Robert Frost and another of his poems:   	 
Whose woods these are I think I know. 
His house is in the village though; 
He will not see me stopping here 
To watch his woods fill up with snow. 
  
It seems again that Frost captured that scene by going for a walk. 
  
One day Jesus went for a walk.  He took Peter, James and John with him, and they started up a mountain.  It must have begun as an ordinary walk—a time for some refreshing exercise, perhaps.  But Jesus also was going to pray.  The disciples seem to be going along, just hanging out with Jesus. 
  
But soon this ordinary walk became something extraordinary.  On the top of the mountain, these guys suddenly look over at Jesus, and they see his face shining and his clothes becoming glistening white.  Their mouths fall open.  Then they see Moses and Elijah talking to him!  They were speechless. 
  
Here they had gone out for a walk; and rather than gazing at the usual scenery, they are startled by this fantastic vision, this dazzling moment.  Then a fog sweeps in over the mountain and engulfs them, and they became afraid.  Actually they were “terrified,” the story says. 
  
In their agitated state, the disciples turn to Jesus, and Peter blurts out, “Master, it’s so good for us to be here.  Let’s build three booths—one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.”  They wanted to freeze the moment, build a monument.  Make time stand still.  Let this shimmer last forever. 
  
We know that feeling.  There are times when we’ve gone on a walk and came upon some spectacular scene that we didn’t want to leave.  We’ve tried to memorize the moment, seize it, capture it. 
  
Recently I went on my 30th annual winter backpacking trip with 5 long-time hiking buddies.  We usually hike various sections of the Appalachian Trail; but in honor of 30 years of hiking together, we decided to go west to see one of the natural wonders, the Grand Canyon.  
  
I’d never been there.  The north rim of the Canyon was closed because of heavy snow, so we went to the south rim where we tramped through 8 inches of snow along the rim trail that follows the edge of the canyon.  
  
When we arrived, it was late afternoon, and we started out walking in a light snowfall.  Then the sun came out, and we beheld this vast canyon, which was magnificent beyond anything I had ever imagined.  As we gazed on this mile-deep expanse, we blurted out awkward words, “Incredible!  Amazing! Awesome!  Wow!”  All our words seemed feeble and inadequate to describe the scene our eyes were beholding. 
  
I had expected to see a rather large gorge, with the Colorado River at the bottom.  Instead we were seeing nature’s majestic architecture chiseled all over the canyon, in rock formations that looked like ancient temples and cathedrals and pyramids.   It was a trip back in time, and the view was breathtaking. 
  
At various points along the trail, we moved closer to the edge of the precipice, where the danger of falling gave me “the willies,” and made me shudder.  At those moments I felt both terror and wonder at the same time.  As I pulled back from the edge, the terror subsided but the wonder kept vibrating through my senses.  
  
We walked on, and we’d occasionally stop and stand in silence, and there was a holy hush around us.  The late afternoon sun began sinking, and there we were treated to nature’s light show, with light and shadow dancing over the giant abyss.   We lingered long enough to see the sun going down on one side of the canyon, and a full moon rising on the other.  We stood in silence, agog at the wonder of it all.  We knew we were on holy ground, sacred space.  
  
I wonder if Peter, James and John weren’t saying something similar on the Mount of Transfiguration.  “We’re on holy ground here.  This is a sacred mountain.  Can’t we just stay here?  Can’t we freeze this moment, and build a booth here?” 
  
There are times when we step across a threshold into another kind of space, a different reality, a sacred realm.  Anthropologists call it “liminal space,” the word “liminal” meaning “threshold.”  When we move into liminal space, we voluntarily displace ourselves and cross the threshold into another reality.   The purpose of that crossing over is the transforming of our consciousness, our perspective, our heart.  Sometimes we go out for a walk to be displaced and shocked into seeing that there is another world, a spiritual world, much bigger and more inclusive, a world that is alive with wonder and enchantment.  (See Richard Rohr, Everything Belongs:  The Gift of Contemplative Prayer) 
  
There are particular places in our world that make this entry into the spiritual realm possible.  What are those places for you and me?  It may be a mountain, a lake, a seashore, a cave, a large canyon, an ancient tree that awakens us.  There are places like Mt. Sinai where Moses talked with God or the Mount of Transfiguration or the Grand Canyon.  And there are also places like a creek down in the woods, or maybe a place in your own backyard.  
  
The Irish refer to such locations as “a thin place,” a place so thin that you can easily move from the material world into the spiritual world.  A place so thin that you can move over the threshold from earth to heaven, from the mundane to the sacred.  Or as Barbara Brown Taylor says it, a place that’s “a cracked door between this world and some other brighter place where God is no absentee landlord but a very palpable presence.”  (Taylor, By Another Way, page 58) 
  
Ideally we hope that a worship service in this sanctuary can be a liminal space, a “thin place” where we can draw close to God and easily cross over into sacred space.  We know that there are certain locations, certain landscapes that are clearly thin places.  Many years ago Native Americans discovered those places in our country.  Sometimes we go on pilgrimages or backpacking trips to behold those thin places. 
  
What happened to the disciples on the Mount Transfiguration?  They found a “thin place” where they caught a vision of God’s grace; they had a mystical experience when God was very near, and they saw the door cracked open to wonder, enchantment, and spiritual energy. 
  
When that moment happens, of course we’d like to hold on to the experience.  But we also know we have to move on.  We know we can’t stay on the mountain.  We have to go back down to the everyday world. 
  
But what do we do with a high holy moment?  Write about it, talk about it, take a photograph to capture it.  We want to keep the memory strong---let it continue to feed us and nurture us.  We need thin places; we need the moments of communion with God.  We need the holy hush, the cloud, the glistening light. 
  
But after that contemplative time, we move back down the mountain.  And did you notice what Jesus did next when he walked to the bottom of the mountain?   He was immediately confronted with human suffering, and he turned to heal an epileptic child. 
  
Going out for a walk can lead us into a high holy moment.  Be ready.  Be awake and aware.  Let that “thin place” dazzle us, fill us, fill our spirits, fill our needs, give us strength and courage.  
  
Then like Jesus, we move down the mountain, back into the world with new energy to bring healing to those who suffer. 
  
So may it be.  Amen. 
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